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Abstract
Michael White, the Australian narrative practitioner, died in April this year. Given
White trained in social work and has had a large impact on many social workers, it is
timely to investigate the opaque relationships linking White and his work with his
discipline-of-origin. The present examination proceeds in three steps. First, a schematic
outline of White’s intellectual influences and achievements is set out; second, the
alignments, as well as tensions, between White’s work and his discipline-of-origin are
considered; and, third, it is argued that White was informed by, and went on to produce
a body of work that further informed, the contesting spirit that is the wellspring of the
discipline of social work. This conclusion is reached mindful of the fact that White
remained antagonistic to the role played by the professions in general and that he did not
identify with the title ‘social worker’ in particular.
Keywords: Social Work; Narrative; Michael White; Discourse Analysis; Foucault; Social
Constructionism
Michael White, the Australian Narrative practitioner, died in April 2008. His death,
particularly at such an unexpectedly early age, deeply shocked many in this country.
His death also moved many others within, and beyond, the international narrative
community. Clearly, Michael White was a major figure, someone who had a high
profile as a sustained innovator of ethically informed, constructive practices.
Yet, this profile was not simply a product of theoretical, or even practical,
accomplishment: his significance was also due to his status as a personal model, as
someone who had became a powerful public presence in whom many found energy
and inspiration. Who else in the field would have had the ambition to claim that their
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mode of engagement*in his case narrative theory and therapy*should not be
reduced to the status of an approach or a method: ‘‘[it is] better defined as a world
view . . . but even this is not enough. Perhaps, it’s an epistemology, a philosophy, a
personal commitment, a politics, a practice, a life’’ (White, 1994a, p. 82). White
indicated in this quote that his ambitions were of a different order to those usually
found in the fields with which his work is associated.
In the many different locations within which professionals practice, it is usual to
put forward the claim that a particular mode*such as the Task Approach, Cognitive
Behaviour Therapy (CBT), or the ‘‘new generation anti-depressants’’*offers certain
business advantages: approach X is cost-effective, can be readily learnt, has a
demonstrated utility, and so forth. In White’s case, such claims were not, in
themselves, ever sufficient. Nor, I’d suggest, would he ever have found such a class of
contentions animating.
Rather than seeking to construct, and then to propagate, a specific approach, one
that was based on a supposed technical superiority, White was interested in taking a
different, more contesting path. White, as the above quote makes clear, did not see
the approach with which he became associated*what may be loosely termed the
narrative paradigm*was ever, or should ever, be put forward on the grounds that it
was simply a superior instrument. That is, White was not interested in techniques
that set out to unilaterally adjust people so that their problems might be better
managed or ameliorated.
It seems the well-spring of White’s muse may have had its source in a place that is
familiar to the readers of this journal: in the personal engagement ‘‘we’’ have with
ethics, even righteousness, in wanting to contest actual arrangements and to make the
world fairer; in an abiding concern with reflecting on how the person of the
practitioner can never be separated from one’s daily practice; in the premise that
there is an intense and dynamic interpenetration between the problems with which
an individual presents, the nature of personal experience, and the inevitability of
human embeddedness in a nurturing, but problematic, social realm.
These preliminary considerations of the sources of Michael White’s enterprise
introduce the theme of the current paper*the reference ‘‘social work, narrative and
Michael White’’. In the first instance, this reference is a reasonably obvious one: it is
not hard to argue that there is an alignment between the sources of (what may be
termed) White’s sensibility and the discipline of Social Work. Yet, complicating this
alignment, White preferred to remain sceptical of the conservative, if not regressive,
role the professions have played, and continue to play, in Western societies. This
disposition found support in the arguments Michel Foucault advanced with respect
to the development of the ‘‘human sciences’, those supposedly enlightened, but often
subjugating, productions of the modern world. This antiprofessional position
enabled White to have clear grounds to wish not to engage with the question of
his background within the social work profession as a specific case.
Following the critique of the professions developed by Foucault and others, White
himself seemed to remain decidedly unsympathetic to, was even suspicious of, the
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professions as a whole*a disposition he regarded as inclusive of social work as his
discipline-of-origin. White never disowned his background in social work, yet, to the
best of my knowledge, he did not ever privilege or celebrate this background as a
positive identity or as an enduring value base. For this reason, it is a complex and
problematic undertaking to examine the reference ‘‘social work, narrative and
Michael White’’.
So far, those who valued White and his contributions have paid their formal
respects in at least six countries1. Given these acknowledgments, the current
appreciation has, by design, a different focus to the commentaries that have been
offered so far. To be clear, the task of getting to grips with the current reference
presents an important, yet uncertain, endeavour. Particular to this difficulty are two
contradictory facts: (a) White’s work has had a major impact on a whole generation
of social workers; and (b) although a strong case can be made that one of the sources
that, in part, informed his work has its background in social work, it is only in his
early published work that he was ever identified with the title ‘‘social worker’’ (e.g.
one early publication titled him ‘‘Senior psychiatric social worker’’ (White, 1979a).
Yet, this label did not last and, by around 1980, the title ‘‘social worker’’ disappeared.
In itself, the phenomenon of the disappearing title ‘‘social worker’’ is not an
unusual event. As well as occurring in mental health and therapeutic contexts, this
same phenomenon is regularly found in management, academic, policy, or
consultancy contexts, where social work-trained actors often seek to maximise their
status by featuring more highly regarded titles than they earned as a discipline-of-
origin. For example, although Steve de Shazer gained a master’s degree in social work,
it is difficult to find much, if any, reference to this background in his (or others’)
account of the development of the solutions approach*the tradition with which he is
so keenly associated. Thus, it is not unusual that White, like other social workers who
sought to have a multidisciplinary impact in fields that privilege high status
credentials, remained quiet about, if not directly ‘‘laundered’’ the story of, his
professional roots (Furlong & Smith, 1995). That there may be a subjugated story
here remains a real possibility, one that perhaps finds a parallel to the way standard
accounts of the development of family therapy generally disavowed how significant
the contribution of social work was (Furlong & Smith, 1995; Wood, 1996).
This noted, the absence of a directly acknowledged identification between White
and social work brings the current project into an unstable location, one that is
necessarily contestable: on the one hand, it would be inappropriate to posthumously
try to appropriate the legacy of someone who did not identify with the group that is
seeking to take in this person’s work; yet, on the other, it would lack integrity if ‘‘we’’
social workers avoided examining the degree to which White/narrative aligns with the
values, mission, and worldview of our discipline because such an investigation is, at
least potentially, controversial.
1 See, for example, http://www.narrativepractices.com.au/ and http://www.dulwichcentre.com.au/
Michael%20White%20Memorial%20Events.htm
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The current investigation is a limited exercise: it is intended to be neither a critique
nor a manual explaining narrative practice. Even though I have found White’s
contribution to be a positive and powerful influence over almost the entire breadth of
my professional life, in what follows I have sought to undertake the task with regard
to the importance of critical reflectiveness, a standpoint that allows for neither a
hagiography nor a hatchet job. If what follows causes discomfort in some quarters,
this is regrettable; yet, I am prepared to be held accountable for choosing to
undertake the task, as well as for the conclusions that are reached.
Like any of us, the life and work of Michael White has not been without
controversy and, at times, he has been subject to what seems like unfair personal
attack (Leupnitz, 1992). Without reservation, I am happy to acknowledge an
unqualified statement as the starting point in what follows: I think it is well
established that Michael White has made a terrific, and a terrifically enduring,
contribution. What is not well established is how White’s work articulates with his
disciple-of-origin, an aporia whose presence seeds the purpose of the current attempt.
What follows proceeds in three parts. First, a schematic outline of White’s
intellectual influences and achievements is offered; second, an argument is developed
as to the alignments, as well as the tensions, that can be identified between White’s
work and that of his discipline-of-origin; third, a final review draws the discussion
towards a conclusion.
White’s Early Influences and Achievements
Although there are continuities in theme and principle across 35 or more years he was
a public figure, the work of Michael White evolved along an idiosyncratic intellectual
course. In part, this is because White was a dedicated autodidactic; in other ways, this
evolution refected his intense cooperation with others, particularly the practitioner/
anthropologist David Epstein in the early decades. For these reasons, there is a
formidable diversity to the roots of this evolution and this makes it difficult, if not
impossible, to summarise this genealogy without the attempt descending into
caricature. Nonetheless, a number of particular references are on the public record
and can be briefly documented. And, right at the outset, it is perhaps interesting to
note that White did not say anything about his undergraduate studies in the early
workshops he presented. For this reason, at least from the outsider’s perspective, it is
not possible to begin this account until after his postgraduate origination as Michael
White, the family therapist, in the late 1970s.
At this time, White become the first editor of the (then) Australian Journal of
Family Therapy and increasingly came to public prominence. In the highly popular
workshops and conference papers he presented or copresented with David Epston, as
well as in his published work, White sought to be transparent about the provenance,
as well as the details, of his approach.
In this early work, White took particular care to acknowledged the influence of
the sociologist Alfred Schutz, particularly his focus on ‘‘lived experience’’, the
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anthropologist Clifford Geertz, the oral historian and anthropologist Barbara
Myerhoff, the social psychologist Jerome Bruner (‘‘there are two modes of thought:
the narrative mode of thought, which is about context and intention, and
‘paradigmatic reason’, the mode of science’’), and the social psychologist Kenneth
Gergen (‘‘The facts of one’s life do not determine one’s account or ones experience;
rather, the account (the ‘story’) determines how facts and meaning are ordered and
interpreted.’’). Yet, over and above the influence he attributed to these figures in the
development of his work, White gave pride of place to the contribution of Gregory
Bateson, the influential anthropologist and cybernetician (Bateson, 1973, 1980).
Bateson remains a complex intellectual figure, one who continues to be a hard-to-
categorise maverick, whose influence is still cited in such diverse settings as the study
of artificial intelligence and technomysticism. However Bateson may be understood,
what is clear is that White took up, and then developed, key elements in Bateson’s
conceptual vocabulary (‘‘double description’’; ‘‘the difference that makes a differ-
ence’’; ‘‘negative explanation’’). And, in so doing, White was using a systems/
cybernetics frame as his root metaphor, albeit one that was far more reflexive than the
first-order variation that is most often associated with systems thinking.
White’s Early Achievements
Given the breadth, depth and the endurance of his contributions, it is hard to know
where to start in acknowledging White’s achievements. Moreover, like all highly
ranked thinkers in the humanistic disciplines, his work evolved qualitatively. For this
reason, it is difficult, if not procrustean, to try to summarise this accomplishment in
less than a full-sized text. Suffice to say, it will serve the limited purpose of the current
project to offer a sample of White’s innovations rather than attempt a more personal,
or more scholarly, summary.
During the late 1970s and the midlate 1980s, White worked up a series of highly
innovative approaches to a series of difficult, more-or-less discrete presenting
problems and therapeutic issues. This early work included the use of tasks in therapy
(White, 1979a); the use of innovative approaches to working with children where
‘‘tantrums’’ or encopresis presented as difficulties (workshops in 1982, 1983, 1984;
White*on ‘‘temper taming’’ and ‘‘sneaky poo’’ (1984b)); therapy with couples,
especially where the male partner had been violent (White, 1984a, 1986b, 1986c); the
application of second-order cybernetics in therapy (White, 1986a, 1988a); work with
families of people with a diagnosis of schizophrenia (White, 1987); and loss and grief
(White, 1988b).
Although it is possible to glimpse something of the range of his innovation if the
diversity of the above ideas is considered, what is difficult to understand at this
distance is the excitement White generated in this early work. For example, during
this period there was a quality of theatre, of presentations having a dramatic charge,
as these workshops engaged optimistically with difficulties such as complex couples
work or schizophrenia, which the wisdom of the day saw as close to intractable.
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White’s approach was, at once, ambitious and human, accessible and conceptually
clear*qualities that set him up, for better or worse, to be seen as a beacon. White’s
talent for metaphor and humour, qualities that enlivened his presentations, left one
remembering that there was hope as there was a potential for optimistic
communities. Perhaps, a brief example may illustrate this point.
When I first trained in social work, and then later as I become acculturated into the
theory of counselling and therapy, I was schooled to believe that there was a clear
protocol in how presentations involving grief and loss were to be assessed: Kubler-
Ross (1969) had stipulated that grief and loss needed to be experienced in a more-or-
less rigid sequence of set stages. Thus, if grief was ‘‘suppressed’’, the good professional
found a way to ‘‘unblock’’ this process, often by way of the prescription of guided
mourning tasks. Later, this hegemonic, monocultural, and regressive formulation was
disrupted from within the grief and loss field by the construct of ‘‘continuing bonds’’
(Klass, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996)*that it is healthy, rather than pathological, to
continue to have ongoing contact with those we have lost.
Yet, years before this postmodern deepening had occurred, White introduced the
idea of ‘‘saying hello’’ to those one has lost (White, 1988b). And, as simple as this
frame is and as obvious as it now appears to be, when he first introduced this idea it
was both shockingly transgressive and yet so obviously right. Similarly, years before
anyone had introduced let alone championed the construct of social intelligence
(Goleman, 2006), in his workshops White was promoting the notion of ‘‘outsight’’,
arguing there was already too much attention being given to the idea of insight when
what was really needed was the capacity to be contextually aware.
As far as I can tell, some of this energising workshop material did not ever transfer
from talk to print. For example, a number of the images and metaphors he featured
have stayed with me even though I do not think I have ever been reminded of them in
anything I have read since. One of my favourites is this: ‘‘if you are confronted by a
landslide, it is more important to find a way over, or round, or even thorough this
obstacle than to become preoccupied with trying to find the first little rock that
started the whole catastrophe’’. This story image was especially cogent for those of us
who found ourselves complicit with the fetish the psychiatric system enacted in the
aggrandising game playing that often occurred around the process of diagnosis. In
addition, White was years ahead of the pack with the ‘‘slowly raise the temperature of
the frog in a pot’’ story, a tale he told to introduce the cybernetic idea of ‘‘the
difference that makes a difference’’. And, given our culture’s tendency to blame
mothers, perhaps my favourite of all was the idea White developed with David Epston
of practitioners seeking to form ‘‘mother appreciation societies’’ as a countermoment
to this sexism.
Returning to the more general account of the development of White’s work, in the
above examples one can look back and see something of the workings of a mind that
was, at once, committed and inductive, curious and contesting. This set of attributes
moved towards the crystallisation of the particular way of thinking*the narrative
paradigm. This evolution proceeded by way of a practice-led, but theoretically
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complex, engagement with many kinds of presenting problems: anorexia, domestic
violence, schizophrenia. It is also worth noting that White offered a particular
acknowledgement to the influence of the feminist critique, particularly feminist
writing from a ‘‘second-order’’ cybernetics perspective, in the subsequent develop-
ment of his work.
White’s Later Influences
By around the end of the 1980s, White’s more specific engagements had been replaced
by his identification with a singular masthead: the ‘‘narrative’’ metaphor. Although
originally preferring the term ‘‘literary’’ (White, 1988a; Epston & White, 1989), by the
beginning of the 1990s White had settled on ‘‘narrative’’ as his key referent.
Consistent with this realignment, White now said much less about the influence
Gregory Bateson had on his approach, preferring to enthuse about the importance of
the influence that Michel Foucault had had on this thinking.
According to Foucault, modern societies do not overtly coerce their citizens
(Rabinow, 1984). Rather, Foucault argued that the forces of social control now act in
decentralised and opaque ways, particularly by way of the language practices that
have become naturalised. That is, the ‘‘subject’’, a term that Foucault determinedly
recycles, comes to self-censor her/his thinking in what she/he comes to accept as
logical, natural, normal; in how we expect ourselves to be self-managing, self-
determining, self-improving; how we are all now ‘‘obliged to be free’’ (Rose, 1989).
And, if we measure ourselves and our performance against this criterion, we run a
relentless self-critique*the outcome of which is that we conclude we have failed to
measure up (White, 2002).
So, where do the normative judgements come from? Foucault saw that it is the
high-status suite of modern ‘‘experts’’ who have constructed these subjugating norms.
Far from being benign and objective, the knowledge these experts promote becomes
exactly what saddles the modern citizen. White, following Foucault, came to see that
psychiatry, psychology, and the various psychotherapies never neutrally uncover the
facts; rather, it is the massified discourses of these disciplines that actively shape how
the public in general, and each ‘‘educated’’ person in particular, comes to understand
what is normal, well adjusted, sexually fulfilled, etc.
The psychotherapies embody . . . a whole way of seeing and understanding
ourselves in modern societies. The words of the psychotherapies, their explana-
tions, their types of judgment, their categories of pathology and normality, actually
shape, have a proactive role in shaping, the subjectivity of those who would be their
consumers. (Rose, 1999, p. 43)
In the name of science, of enlightenment, of humanism, the ‘‘stories’’ propounded
by the experts*what Foucauldians have termed ‘‘discursive formations’’*have
interpenetrated us to the point that these accounts directly influence and shape, even
manage and control, our lives. These enlightened experts have appropriated the right
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to name what is right, sane, productive, and so forth. And, in our citizenship of this
domain, ‘‘we’’ have been recruited into our role as consumerworkers and as willing
subjects. White’s later work can be characterised as sharing the interest other
followers of Foucault, such as Rose, have with this question of (what has been
termed) governmentality.
And, finally, with respect to Leupnitz’s (1992) accusation that White cannot
responsibly claim a valid allegiance to the ‘‘real’’ Foucault, Rose opined:
Foucault says of his own relationship with Frederick Nietzsche that what’s
interesting about Nietzcshe is to use his thought incorrectly, to make his thought
groan and strain, and to use it in new sorts of ways. I think there is the same
possibity in relation to Foucault or indeed any productive thinker. (Rose, 1999,
p. 44)
This is, perhaps, the best defence that can be made of White’s espousal of his strong,
but certainly non-linear, debt to Foucault: White, like any enthusiast, may have made
Foucault’s legacy ‘‘groan and strain’’, yet that there is such a perverse relationship in
no way disqualifies a connection that is as obvious as it non-isomorphic.
White’s Later Achievements
In collaboration with others at the Dulwich Centre and beyond, from the late 1980s/
early 1990s until the time of his death, White was continuously associated with the
creation of an astonishingly broad set of engagements. Far from this innovation being
a brief efflorescence, this creativity endured over nearly two decades.
Although there has been some public criticism of certain aspects of this work, for
example that some sections of the narrative community, and perhaps even White
himself, have sometimes been intolerant of plurality (Gibney, 1995; Stagoll, 1998),
there is no doubt there has been a terrific range of innovation that has come from this
network (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Gilligan & Price, 1993; Monk et al., 1997;
Morgan, 2000; Wingard & Lester, 2001). Mindful that the narrative ‘‘wave’’ has had,
and continues to have, many fronts and that it is not proper to attribute this
creativity to White alone, around the key motif of ‘‘re-authoring’’ (Epston & White,
1989; White, 2007), key innovations White has had a key role in pioneering include
the following:
1. The premise that it is necessary to ‘‘externalise the problem’’ in order to separate
the person from the difficulties they are experiencing (White, 1988/89, 1991, 2007;
White & Epston, 1990).
2. A set of practices that seeks to identify, and then contest, the ‘‘internalised
discourses’’ that are part of the process of self-subjugation (White, 1991, 2007).
3. Beginning from the idea that it is important to ‘‘create an audience’’ for new
descriptions, White has been associated with a set of developments that have
extended the notion of ‘‘the reflective team’’, for example in contexts such as
410 M. Furlong
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professional supervision and consultation (Amies & Weir, 2001; Epston & White,
1990; Pizzi, 2001; White, 1997).
4. Developing the notion of ‘‘definitional ceremonies’’, ‘‘witnessing circles’’, and other
group-based performances that seek to externalise unhelpful practices and support
more accountable, alternative practices (Madigan & Epston, 1995; White, 1999).
5. Developing group approaches to work with men who have been violent,
approaches that deliberately eschew the ‘‘privatising’’ of these difficulties, which
has been associated with traditional therapeutic practice (White, 1986b; Wirtz &
Schweitzer, 2003).
6. Towards authoring preferred stories to ‘‘map the influence of the problem on
people’s lives’’ and also to ‘‘map the influence of the person on the problem’’
(White, 1991, 1994b).
7. Again, towards authoring preferred stories to distinguish, and then work the
dynamic between, ‘‘landscape of action’’ and ‘‘landscape of meaning’’ questions
(White, 1991, 1994b).
8. In a sustained and contesting treatment, to explore the theme of ‘‘personal failure’’
(White, 2001, 2002).
At this point, it may be may be useful to highlight two aspects of White’s approach.
First, there remained a sense of drama, even theatre, in his presentations and his
therapeutic work as White sought to embed, if not explicitly incite, certain values:
In promoting . . . externalizing conversations, we are engaged in an activity that is
not entirely a pro-cultural activity. To an extent, this activity challenges the taken-
for-grated reproduction of some cultural ways of speaking about our lives and our
relationships . . . those ‘‘truths’’ . . . that persons feel most captured by. (White,
1993, p. 19)
The premise that therapy should be an activity that promotes certain values, such
as personal accountability, distinguishes narrative practices from those, such as CBT
or pharmaceutical interventions, which claim for their approach the quality of
neutrality. Yet, although many social workers may find this premise entirely
responsible, it does put into clear focus the question of power: who has the right
to define ‘‘the correct values’’ and who can legitimately define what, if any, are
‘‘appropriate challenges’’ to the culture’s received values? (This question will be
revisited later in this paper).
Second, although White was happy to work therapeutically with whoever may
attend for a session*a practice that broke from the earlier practice in family therapy
of seeking to meet with all family, and broader system, participants*it remained the
case he privileged the idea that self-hood and identity were dynamic, performative,
and social in his therapeutic endeavours:
If the stories that we have about our lives are negotiated and distributed within
communities of persons, then it makes a great deal of sense to engage communities
of persons in the renegotiation of identity. So, regardless as to whether I am
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meeting with an individual, a couple or a family, I am thinking about possible
audiences to the unfolding developments of therapy, and thinking about how this
audience might be invited to play a part in the authentication of the preferred
claims that are emerging in the process of therapy. (White, 1994a, p. 78)
Again, the theme of the ‘‘social self ’’ will be revisited later in this paper.
To sum up, it is not the case that White’s championing of the themes now
identified with the narrative approach are necessarily inconsistent with his earlier
work; for example, he continued to cite the work of Barbara Myerhoff (1986) over
many years and it is therefore relatively straightforward to see continuities between
the early and later approaches to anorexia. Yet, I do think it is reasonable to say the
systems/cybernetics frame characteristic of his early work uses a different root
metaphor to that offered in his later work, the metaphor of narrative privileged in
Foucault’s poststructural theorisings. What Foucault seemed to offer White that no
previous source had been able to offer was the insight that language was the key
vector for the operations of governmentality*the decentralised, privately inter-
nalised mechanism by which the modern Western citizen comes to be her/his own
subjugator. It is exactly this theme that White took up to great effect in his conceptual
and therapeutic engagements.
At the level of practice, this theme is perhaps best illustrated in his work on
‘‘personal failure’’ (White, 2002). In this work, White examines and seeks ways to
contest the internal experience many of us have that we are not making the most of
our lives and not living up to our potential as self-realising beings. This theme links
White’s work with that of Zymunt Bauman (2001), Ulrich Beck (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2002), and Anthony Giddens (2002)*contemporary theorists who have
proposed and developed the theme of individualisation. Yet, what distinguishes
White’s work from those public intellectuals who have taken the lead in exploring the
sense of rupture and fragility felt by the poststructural subject has been his
commitment to developing empirical practices that involve ‘‘taking back’’ an
accountable form of personal agency and interpersonal relationship.
This later work has left behind or, more accurately, depassed the rubric ‘‘family
therapy’’ to forge a range of narrative, even community, practices. Interestingly, by
the time Nichols and Schwatz (1998) commented in the third edition of their popular
introductory text on Family Therapy that narrative approaches therapy were now the
dominant ‘‘school’’ of family therapy, White and colleagues had well and truly elided
this rubric as a preferred description.
Michael White and Social Work
Dennis Saleebey (1997, p. ix) wrote that ‘‘the strengths-based approach is good, basic
social work practice’’. In making this assertion, Saleebey does not do what other high-
profile interdisciplinary figures with an initial qualification in social work tend to do:
most of these figures seem not to wish to identify with their discipline-of-origin (e.g.,
Steve de Shazer, the social work-trained therapist who is attributed with developing
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the solutions-focused tradition). So, even as the narrative approach so associated with
Michael White has much in common with, as well as points of departure from, these
other prominent poststructural approaches, it seems that it is only Saleebey who is
happy to fly the flag for his discipline-of-origin.
Before proceeding further, it is worth clarifying that there has been a change in how
narrative, and other supposedly clinical approaches, have been regarded from within
social work itself: although now it is more-or-less de rigueur to be comfortable
incorporating (at least some) ideas from the narrative, solutions, and strengths
traditions (Harms, 2006; Healey, 2005), this was not always the case. Today, nearly all
social work writers*whether they stress the importance of being antioppressive or of
promoting clientsystem adaptation*find some place for narrative ideas, indeed for
all the family therapy and poststructural approaches. Yet, throughout the 1980s, if
one talked up these ideas, one tended to be considered ‘‘with the wrong tribe’’ by
both radical and more conservative proponents. Why was this so? Perhaps it appeared
that an interest in the new generation of ideas, ideas that may be used to enrich
casework practice, seemed disloyal: this interest was seen as ‘‘not community enough’’
by the former group and ‘‘not the right kind of clinical’’ by the latter. This is not a
little ironic, because White’s work should never have been regarded as promoting
conformism (Furlong, 2000).
Alignments and Points of Tension Between White’s Work and the Sensibility of
the Profession
With respect to the term ‘‘family therapy’, White (1979a, p. 1) wrote in his first
editorial as the first editor of The Australian Journal of Family Therapy:
‘‘Family therapy’’ is somewhat of an umbrella term implying [an interest in a
continuum of action between] the alteration of family relationship systems . . . to
work with communities*for example ‘‘network therapy’’.
Some 30 years later, it seems the same disposition remained: the title The
International Journal of Narrative Therapy and Community Work can be found as
the masthead of the key subscription publication with which his work came to be
identified.
This continuity noted, if the overall task is to answer the question ‘‘what are the
alignments and points of tension present between White’s work and his discipline-of-
origin’’, responding to this task has to involve making large generalisations. To an
important extent, such generalisations have to distort and, however careful the
enquiry tries to be, these judgements will inevitably tend to caricature. For example,
if the criterion is ‘‘what is characteristic of social work values and theory’’, different
traditions of social work would propose different definitions, values, and principles;
and, if the criterion is ‘‘White’s work’’, at what point in White’s career is this
judgement to be made? For example, White’s approach was initially identified with
the strategic family therapy tradition (White, 1979b), even though it is clear this
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idiom is not ‘‘characteristic’’ of his approach if the long view is taken. For these
reasons, what follows should be read as qualified and partial in its value.
Yet, given the particular reference that provides the axis for the current
contribution, a number of generalisations can be put forward with a degree of
confidence. One important generalisation is this: over the course of his enquiries,
given the locus and nature of his activities, White chose not to privilege the more
obvious therapeutic sources. That is, White ignored what was received from
medicine, psychology, or counselling. Rather, White’s enquiries involved a set of
alternative sources that offered a sustained critical engagement with the ‘‘social self ’’.
What is of interest to the current enquiry about this pattern is this: over more than
30 years, White studied material from anthropology, feminism, sociology, and social
theory, a theory nexus that was informed by many of the influences that have also
informed social work, particularly radical social work (e.g., Bourdieu, Foucault,
Goffman). Indeed, it is possible to make the argument that White’s work can be read
as a particular and powerful example of what has now come to be termed ‘‘critical
social work practice’’. Like radical/critical social workers have long done, White:
. opposed the idea that professional labelling was objective and benign;
. sought to be ethical, rather than technical;
. remained sceptical of ‘‘the helping system’’;
. stressed the possibilities of personal agency, and personal accountability, rather
than valorised autonomy;
. understood that humans, both as workers and as ‘‘clients’’, are part of a social
collective*a premise that distinguishes his approach from the traditional clinical/
therapeutic stance;
. maintained a therapeutic agenda that was always ambitious: whatever the
presenting description, White was optimistic that substantial change was possible;
and
. at least from the late 1980s, wished to have people ‘‘re-author their lives’’, an aim
that went far beyond a focus on redressing the presenting difficulty.
Focusing in on this last point, White’s motif of having people re-author their own
lives links his agenda to the same dream that has long animated radical feminists and
radical social workers: rather than seeking to simply ameliorate, adjust, or even cure
the presenting problem, the agenda ought to be to prompt, and work towards,
personal and social transformation. In its most simple terms, White always linked the
personal to the political*as undergraduate social workers have long been encouraged
to do. Such an imperative distinguishes social work from other disciplines and links
the discipline to what I believe continued to animate White himself. In this sense,
much of White’s work on externalising, and then contesting, problematic internalised
discourses, as well as his cultivation of alternative networks of support and practice,
echoes a values set that is entirely familiar, even obligatory, to many of us. What is
different is that White did not value his social work discipline-of-origin as an ongoing
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personalprofessional identity, even as ‘‘we’’ do, however uneasy this may be from
time to time.
A Point of Tension: What Does it Mean to be ‘‘Just Asking Questions?’’
As well as recognising that White did not privilege an identity or a values base as a
social worker, there are other nonalignments between his position and primary
characteristics long associated with social work. White preferred to use the term
‘‘therapy’’ for his work, a reference*at least in the Australian context*that is often
quite foreign, even antagonistic, to the local sensibility of the discipline. Moreover, as
introduced earlier, in terms of an attitude to the question of ‘‘convening’’, White came
to the position of not favouring the practice of trying to meet with family groups,
indeed any particular group as an organic whole.
Although there are different attitudes to this matter in social work practice, I would
like to think that there is a positive attitude to acknowledging the strength of, and the
potential advantages in, actively facilitating ‘‘whole group’’ contact. Unless we are to
collude with the ‘‘private self ’’, by way of privileging notions of autonomy and self-
determination, such a contact ought to be part of our stock-in-trade (Furlong, 2003).
For example, families often make mistakes and, in some clear instances, can be unsafe
for the less powerful, a circumstance that has to be primarily respected and responded
to; yet, to be comfortable simply trusting to whoever happens to attend is to miss
advantages that will be lost if a constructive and contesting attitude is to be enacted
because not all potential participants will be ‘‘free’’ to be motivated to come along.
That the practitioner must feel legitimate, and also be prepared to be explicit about,
exercising their influence in convening exactly those we see as important to meet with
introduces a key point of tension: the question of power.
White wrote extensively about power, particularly the nexus ‘‘power/knowledge’’
with which Foucault is most identified (White, 1991, 2000, 2004). Yet, as far as I am
aware, White continued to believe that properly undertaken narrative approaches do
not exercise a degree of social influence or, potentially, may even be considered
coercive*an opinion that is as surprising as it is unsustainable (Furlong & Lipp,
1995). And, he continued to do this even when challenged that a moment of force
could be justified (e.g., if there was a compelling ideological or safety based reason for
doing exactly this, as in the case of men who are abusive). Yes, White championed
forms of innovative practice that sought to have people who are violent or
exploitative held accountable for their actions, yet he did this even as he seemed
committed to the principle that alternative ‘‘preferred stories’’ organically emerge out
of the therapeutic project without these stories being deliberately fostered by a skilled
and goal-directed practitioner.
Since the work of sociological researchers like Halmos (1965) and Pentony (1981),
it has been well demonstrated that all counselling and therapy approaches involve the
use of a particular kind of social influence. Given this background and mindful that
the issue of power was extremely topical throughout the 1980s in family therapy, that
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White did not see or did not wish to acknowledge that narrative work, as with all
therapeutic work, exercises influence is a large mystery (Gibney, 1995). Early on, as
the Melbourne-based therapist Tom Patterson noted (personal communication,
1994), narrative approaches could descend into an exercise in shaming: ‘‘would you
like to be independent and to be in-charge of your own life, or would you prefer to be
a slave to old habits?’’ Later, White and others evolved to become more subtle and less
inelegantly manipulative. This noted, that narrative is about the ‘‘deconstruction
of . . . negative truths of identity’’ (White, 1997, p. 151) is one thing to assert, yet who
is to define what ‘‘negative’’ is?
Whatever the reason, a disposition to not acknowledge the power the narrative
practitioner holds, and wields, is to take a position of power that is inconsistent with
the principles of social work. White presented work that explicitly protested the
shibboleth put forward by many expert therapists that their practice was based on
‘‘the position of neutrality’’ (White, 1994a)2. And, apparently quite incongruously, he
held that narrative practice was an exception, at least with respect to the logic
that inevitably links an absence of neutrality to the positive use of social influence
(White, 1995).
Conclusion: Terrorists or Freedom Fighters, Bystanders or Collaborators?
The idea that language is constitutive is not new, nor was it ever the case that
narrative-oriented practitioners were the first to emphasise this feature. For example,
Joan Laird (1993, p. 213) wrote: ‘‘[w]ords serve as lenses that have the power to
shape, to filter, or indeed even to ‘create’ what it is we see in front of us’’. Indeed,
within even earlier social work texts, such as Goldstein’s ‘‘Starting where the client is’’
(1983), focused on exactly this function. And, if one wanted, this insight could be
traced back far further: the 19th century philosopher Frederic Nietzsche is credited as
saying ‘‘Power is having*and being seen to have*the right to name things’’.
We social workers have long been on the frontline*both as shock troops and as
paramedics*in the endless wars that have been fought over ‘‘what should it be
called’’: should client X be seen as one of the ‘‘deserving poor’’ or as an ‘‘indigent’’,
whether client A should see her/himself as ‘‘ill’’ or disregarded as wilfully ‘‘deviant’’*
the terms may have changed, but the process of using such dividing practices goes on.
And, in this process, we social workers have always had at least some capacity to be
map makers and pioneers, ambassadors and translators, culture jammers and
intermediaries, participants who are players in the evolving contest as to ‘‘what
should it be called’’, ‘‘who should write the rules’’, and ‘‘who should own the game’’.
I think a compelling case can be made that Michael White and his colleagues,
particularly David Epston, have provided current social workers with an innovative
suite of ideas and practices that can be used to provocatively engage with the
2 Perhaps, I am not understanding something that is clear to White*as many misunderstood the Gregory
Bateson/Jay Haley debate around power, which so preoccupied family theory during the 1980s and 1990s.
Granted, this may be the case, but I cannot see it.
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subjugating influence of language (Milner, 2001; Solas, 1995). It also seems very likely
that the social work tradition can rightfully claim a prominent, if undeclared, role in
the evolution of White’s work, however flawed, inchoate, contested, and animating
this entity happens to be.
There are many dreams about what social work should be. And, White’s vision,
however it may be titled, has much in common with the dream that continues to
animate those who continue to identify with social work as an identity and as a
loyalty. In this sense, White’s work is best seen as aligning with, and being imagined
as, one of the many possible streams of radical/critical social work. That is, he
eschewed the icons of bourgeois social work that align so tightly with the values of
neoliberal ideology*the overriding emphasis on self-determination, autonomy,
choice, and confidentiality*preferring to stand for that which is about the collective
and promotes accountability. It is therefore not surprising that White did not wish to
label or adjust individuals, an aim he saw as unprincipled in the presence of unfair
situations3. Rather, it is the social self and practical contestation that features
prominently in White’s work, and more so in the later material. This is the context
that organises his approach to personal accountability and to the categories of gender,
sexuality, and diversity, with which he was long engaged (White, 2004; White &
Morgan, 2004).
I did not know White well, but I do remember one encounter very clearly from
many years ago. He had been at the Bouverie Centre (where I then worked) all day
and had engaged energetically with a series of primary consultations and more
traditional workshop presentations. Later, over a meal, I asked him how he had
become so able in the way he spoke to families, how he constructed his
communication to such effect. With encouraging warmth, but also with a degree
of challenge that was as real as it was unthreatening, he replied: ‘‘It comes along. And,
you have got to be committed.’’
White’s work has clear imperfections, several of which present clearly troubling
moments. Yet, as this contribution has argued, the legacy he has left will continue to
offer a tremendous amount to the social work profession. At a different level,
although one can point to examples of his own personal imperfections, Michael
White will remain a formidable personal model. For example, I cannot think of
anyone else who has had the chutzpah and the reserve to take on the medico
pharmaceutical complex with as much subtlety and effect. With only a local
Bachelors qualification, he lacked the exoticism and credentials of other ‘‘mavericks’’,
such as the Milan group. Yet, his ambition to make a difference incited him into a
series of engagements that he pursued with a power of personal industry*animated
by a set of values that have a very social work-like profile.
3 White’s comments on post-traumatic stress disorder are a case in point. Rather than finding it helpful to
subject a war veteran to this diagnosis, White discussed how this ‘‘illness’’ could be more productively considered
as a form of ‘‘violated compassion’’ (White, 1993, p. 25).
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